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WHAT IS THE MATTER WITH PHYSICS 
TEACHING?i 

The recent appointment by the National 
Besearch Council and by the American Physi- 
cal Society of committees on the teaching of 
physics shows that our physicists who are 
primarily interested in research are begin- 
ning to see that something is the matter with 
the college teaching of physics. The question 
in everyone's mind is "Why the widespread 
dislike of physics by college students?" As 
a long-time member of this society I have 
had much intercourse with engineering teach- 
ers, and I have long had in mind an addi- 
tional question: "Why the widespread con- 
tempt of physics teaching among engineering 
faculties?" 

Before giving my answer to those ques- 
tions I must point out that there is one kind 
of contempt of physics teaching among en- 
gineering teachers which is to the discredit 
of engineering teachers themselves, namely, 
the contempt which many of them have for 
straight and accurate thinking which does 
not conform to their own careless ways. 
When I meet with this contempt, which is 
much too often, I am sorry to say, I always 
think of a phrase P. G. Tait used in a discus- 
sion he gave many years ago of the perennial 
question of elementary mechanics. "In de- 
fense of accuracy," says Tait, "we must 
be zealous, even unto slaying." It must be 
conceded that P. Or. Tait's ideas concerning 
elementary mechanics were and are abso- 
lutely correct as far as they go, and, after 
agreeing to use the word weight to designate 
the pull of the earth on a body, he never 
reverted to the usage of the grocer and the 
coal man. This is a thing many of our en- 
1 The opening of a discussion of physics teaching 
at the Orono meeting of the New England Section 
of the Society for the Promotion of Engineering 
Education; autumn, 1921. 



